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Predation of the Mexican deer mouse (Peromyscus mexicanus)
by long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata) in Laguna Bélgica
Educational Park, Ocozocoautla de Espinosa, Chiapas
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ABSTRACT.—The long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata) is a generalist predator that feeds mainly on rodents and rabbits. However, predation on Peromyscus rodents has been reported mostly at the genus level and records are scarce.
In April 2018, we made a field trip to Laguna Bélgica Educational Park, Chiapas, to capture, handle, and study mammalian wildlife species. We set 15 Sherman traps 5 m apart on a 70-m linear transect for one night. One male M. frenata
was captured along with a dead Mexican deer mouse (Peromyscus mexicanus) in the same trap. The rodent had incision
marks on the skull, indicating that it had been captured by the mustelid. This new data point enhances the existing
information regarding predation habits of M. frenata on P. mexicanus in Chiapas and could elucidate the weasel’s ecological
role as a biological control on rodent populations.
RESUMEN.—La comadreja de cola larga (Mustela frenata) es un depredador generalista que se alimenta principalmente de ratones y conejos. Sin embargo, la depredación de ratones Peromyscus ha sido reportada sólo a nivel de
género y los registros son escasos. En Abril 2018 realizamos una salida al parque educativo Laguna Bélgica, Chiapas,
para capturar, manipular y registrar información sobre especies de mamíferos silvestres. Se colocaron 15 trampas
Sherman con 5 metros entre cada sobre un transecto lineal de 70 m por una noche. Un individuo macho adulto de
M. frenata fue capturado junto con un Ratón Mexicano (Peromyscus mexicanus) muerto en la misma trampa. El roedor
mostraba incisiones en el cráneo, indicando que había sido capturado por el mustélido. Este nuevo dato amplía la información sobre los hábitos de depredación de M. frenata en P. mexicanus en Chiapas y puede ayudar a fortalecer su importancia como control biológico de las poblaciones de roedores.

Carnivores are one of the most diverse
groups of mammals. In Mexico, the order
Carnivora comprises 8 families, 27 genera,
and 42 species (Ceballos and Arroyo-Cabrales
2012). These species have specialized morphology that allows for capture (long, often
sharp canines and claws) and consumption
(carnassial teeth to shear muscle and bone) of
prey (Hernández Hernández 2015).
One of the smallest mammals belonging to
the order Carnivora is the long-tailed weasel
(Mustela frenata). Its distribution is limited to
the western hemisphere from Canada to Bolivia
in alpine and tropical zones from 1000 m to
3600 m above sea level (Sheffield and Howard
1997). The long-tailed weasel is a generalist
predator that feeds on various prey (King
1989). Its diet comprises mainly mice, rats,

and rabbits (Emmons and Feer 1990). The
rodent prey are primarily from the genera
Microtus and Peromyscus (Dearborn 1932,
Green 1936, Polderboer et al. 1941, Quick
1944, Hall 1951). However, most prior studies
documenting this weasel’s diet were conducted in the northern part of the species’
range, and records of its predation on Peromyscus species have been reported mostly at
the genus level, with the exception of the
work by Quick (1951) that specifically names
Peromyscus maniculatus as prey for the weasel.
On 27 April 2018, we carried out a field
trip to Laguna Bélgica Educational Park in the
northwest region of the state of Chiapas, Mexico. The park comprises 42 ha of forest primarily covered with oaks and/or pines at an
altitude of 850 m and 1100 m above sea level
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Fig. 1. Adult male long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata) captured with a Sherman trap in Laguna Bélgica Educational
Park, Ocozocoautla de Espinosa, Chiapas.

(Morales-Pérez et al. 2009). The field trip had
the objectives of capturing, handling, and studying wild vertebrates for educational purposes.
To capture small mammals, 15 Sherman traps
(7.62 × 8.89 × 22.86 cm) were placed 5 m
apart on 70-m linear transects and baited with
oats and vanilla scent at 17:30. Traps were
checked 15 h later at 08:30 the next morning.
Seven out of the 15 Sherman traps captured animals, all alive except one. One of the
traps, which was set along the roots of a robust
tree (Ficus adhatodifolia), contained 2 mam-

mal specimens. One individual was a male
M. frenata (Fig. 1) with the following measurements: total length = 285 mm; length of tail =
106 mm; length of right foot = 36 mm; length
of right ear = 13 mm; weight = 253 g. The
other individual was a dead adult male Mexican deer mouse (P. mexicanus; Fig. 2), still
intact with the following measurements: total
length = 223 mm; length of tail = 114 mm;
length of right foot = 24 mm; length of right
ear = 26 mm; weight = 39 g. The P. mexicanus cranium had 2 incisions, likely from
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Fig. 2. Adult male Mexican deer mouse (Peromyscus mexicanus): total length = 223 mm; length of tail = 114 mm;
length of right foot = 24 mm; length of right ear = 26 mm; weight = 39 g.

Fig. 3. Adult male Mexican deer mouse (Peromyscus mexicanus) showing cranial incisions, likely caused by canines of
an adult male long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata).

the canines of the M. frenata during a predation event (Fig. 3).
The remaining 6 traps each contained one
live Desmarest’s spiny pocket mouse (Heteromys desmarestianus). All live animals
were released, while the specimen of P. mexicanus was deposited in its entirety at the
Mammal Collection of the Centro de Investi-

gación en Biodiversidad y Conservación in
Mexico (CMC 3589).
This observation enhances the existing
information on feeding habits of M. frenata by
identifying the weasel’s prey to the species
level. In addition, this report provides the first
evidence of M. frenata feeding on P. mexicanus
and increases the existing information on the
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feeding habits of M. frenata in Chiapas by
successfully identifying its prey item to species (P. mexicanus) in Laguna Bélgica, Ocozocoautla de Espinosa, Chiapas.
This observation also provides a record of
a particular way that M. frenata kills its prey
by biting the dorsal and posterior sides of the
skull, as mentioned by Glover (1943). The capture of M. frenata with Sherman traps reinforces the assertion of Fagerstone (1987) that
use of these traps is one of the most successful
methods to capture this species. Finally, even
though M. frenata is a generalist predator and
considered a nuisance to humans in some
places because it eats poultry, it performs an
important ecological role by controlling Peromyscus populations (Quick 1951). This finding
opens doors to new research on the role of
Mustela as a biological control on rodent populations whose epidemiological considerations
involve the transmission of viruses and parasites that can cause diseases such as Chagas
and hantavirus cardiopulmonary syndrome
(Solís-Franco et al. 1997, Suzán et al. 2008,
Warner et al. 2019).
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